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III

THE SYNCKETISTIC GNOSIS

We know that gnosis, which is the revealed knowledge of
the world, of life, and hence of salvation,1 is something entirely
different from human knowledge, that is, knowledge gained by
study and by sense-experience. It remains on an infinitely
higher plane, since its objects are superior to those attained by
common information. Philosophic speculation and mystic
views may render it complex and give it an appearance of
unfathomable metaphysical depth, but in principle it represents
essentially the communication, by direct instruction, reserved
for the chosen and initiated devotees, of a mystery which reason
alone could not discover.

In fact, it is usually the outcome of a combination, often
complex and obscure, of astrological ideas2 and religious desires
expressed as positive conclusions, in short, a system divorced
from reality. This takes the form of a dialectic which, based
on statements incapable of proof, passes nevertheless for
demonstration. Syncretism and gnosticism are entirely com-
patible ; the one nourishes the other.

We know that there was a specifically Jewish gnosis, which
drew its sustenance from the astrological and metaphysical
speculations of the Gentile gnosis. In the writings of Paul
occur a number of technical terms belonging to the vocabulary
of gnosticism,3 such as Mystery, Gnosis, Epignosis, Pleroma,
Archons, Initiation, Perfection., Firstborn of the Cosmos, etc.
The profusion of these proves the thorough familiarity of the
Apostle with at least certain gnostic turns of speech, foreign
to pure Judaism.

The very teaching of the Apostle, that is to say, Paulinism
considered as a whole, affords further proof of the existence
of this gnosis. Clearly, Paul starts from the idea that the
Cosmos has fallen into chaos, since according to him it is not
only man, but the whole of nature which needs to be reconciled

1  On the origins of Gnosticism, see CCLXXVI, i, 90-120 ; W. Kohler,
Die Gnosis, Tubingen, 1911, 4 ff. ; H. Holtzmann, Lehrb. d. neutestament-
Hschen Theologie, 2nd edit., Tubingen, 1911, vol. i, pp. 553-61 ; S.Angus,
The Religious Quests in the Gr&co-Roman World, London, 1929, chap, xx ;
W. Bousset, Hauptprobleme der Gnosis, Gottingen, 1907.

2  On the underlying influence of Babylonian astrology, cf. W. Anz,
Zur Frage nach dem  Ursprung des Gnostizismus, Leipzig,  1897 ;   S*
Minocchi, I miti babilonesi e le origini delta gnosi, in Bilychnis, December,
1914, and April, 1915.
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